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ABSTRACT.—The Wild Turkey (Meleagris gallopavo sspp.) is a galliform historically distributed throughout the
Sierra Madre Occidental, Sierra Madre Oriental, and central Mexico. However, it is currently extirpated from much of
its original range. Herein, we report the presence of Wild Turkey in temperate forests of the Sierra Gorda Biosphere
Reserve of Guanajuato (SGBRG). We also highlight the importance of our observations in the context of possible natural
dispersal and potential range recovery of suitable areas within the historical range in the interior of Guanajuato State. As
a result of a wildlife survey program in the SGBRG, a set of 8 photographic records provided evidence of 4 females,
3 males, and 1 juvenile. These records are encouraging, since the species was believed to be extirpated from the wild
in this state.
RESUMEN.—El guajolote silvestre (Meleagris gallopavo sspp.) es un galliforme distribuido históricamente en la Sierra
Madre Occidental, Sierra Madre Oriental y centro de México. Sin embargo, actualmente está extirpado de gran parte
de su área de distribución original. Reportamos la presencia de guajolotes silvestres en bosques templados de la Reserva de
la Biosfera Sierra Gorda de Guanajuato (RBSGG) y destacamos la importancia de los avistamientos en un contexto
de posible dispersión natural y recolonización en áreas dentro de su distribución histórica, hacia el interior del estado de
Guanajuato. Como resultado del muestreo de vida silvestre en la RBSGG, se obtuvieron 8 registros fotográficos de Guajolote silvestre, que muestran un total de 4 hembras, 3 machos y 1 juvenil. Estos registros son alentadores, ya que se creía
que la especie había sido extirpada de la naturaleza en el estado.

The Wild Turkey (Meleagris gallopavo
sspp.) is the largest galliform in North America, with a weight ranging between 3.5 kg
and 16 kg. Though very similar to domestic
turkeys, wild individuals present certain physiological, behavioral, and morphological differences depending on the color patterns of their
plumage, which allow for clear identification
and distinction (Márquez-Olivas et al. 2005,
Camacho-Escobar et al. 2009).

The body plumage of the Wild Turkey is
quite uniform in all individuals, although it
may have slight variations in color and iridescence depending on its distribution (e.g., dark
brown with a bronze iridescence of red, green,
and gold). Primary wing feathers exhibit black
and white bars, whereas the secondary feathers have brown and white bars. Finally, the tail
is dark brown with light brown bars and a
subterminal black band; the tips of the tail
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feathers and upper and lower coverts are a
dusky brown. The species is sexually dimorphic in plumage, with the female tending to
be drabber than the male. The head is featherless in both, the male’s being almost entirely
red during the breeding season and the
female’s being predominantly blue throughout
the year. The most noticeable difference between the sexes is a tuft of hair-like feathers
(mesofiloplumes) measuring up to 30 cm in
length that protrudes from the chest of the
male (Leopold 1959, Howell and Webb 2004,
Kaufman 2005). The plumage of the domestic
turkey varies greatly, with up to 11 different
phenotypes being reported in Mexico; they
are primarily black, brown, gray, white, and
red, with no strict feather pattern (Leopold
1959, Camacho-Escobar et al. 2009).
In Mexico, M. gallopavo sspp. inhabits temperate and cold forests (pine, oak, and mixed),
where its diet consists of insects, seeds, fruits,
the roots of small tubers, and even amphibians and small reptiles (Márquez-Olivas et al.
2005). The Wild Turkey represents an important source of food and constitutes a valuable
trophy to hunters where its populations are
stable or managed (Leopold 1959, SEMARNAT 2007, Gross et al. 2015). However, due
to poaching and loss of habitat, its area of
distribution and the abundance of its populations have decreased dramatically, primarily
in central Mexico (Márquez-Olivas et al. 2007).
Consequently, the Wild Turkey is included on
Mexico’s list of priority species and populations for conservation (SEMARNAT 2014).
The taxonomy recognizes 6 Wild Turkey
subspecies from northern Mexico to Canada.
Meleagris gallopavo mexicana, M. g. intermedia, and M. g. gallopavo (domesticated) are
distributed in Mexican territory (Stangel et al.
1992, Padilla-Jacobo et al. 2018). Plumage
color patterns do not allow for clear distinction among the subspecies present in Mexico.
Plumage variation occurs among individuals
of the same subspecies and overlaps among
subspecies. However, some consistent patterns of body appearance and shape are present. Individuals from the 3 subspecies have
coppery to greenish-gold body appearances,
but M. g. gallopavo has buff to pinkish-white
rectrice (tail feather) tips, buff to pinkishwhite uppertail covert tips, and a bluish-black
rump. By comparison, M. g. mexicana has pink
to white rectrice tips, pink to white uppertail
covert tips, and a coppery to greenish-gold

rump. Finally, M. g. intermedia differs by presenting cinnamon or buff rectrice tips, cinnamon or pinkish-buff uppertail covert tips, and
a greenish-gold to bluish-black rump (Stangel
et al. 1992).
Historically, the Wild Turkey could be found
throughout the Sierra Madre Occidental (M. g.
mexicana) and Sierra Madre Oriental (M. g.
intermedia), its distribution stretching from
central Mexico south to the northern part of
Oaxaca state (SEMARNAT 2007). On the
Pacific coast, in states such as Sinaloa and
Michoacán, the Wild Turkey is currently an
extirpated species, whereas it was reintroduced into Aguascalientes state in the 1990s
(Márquez-Olivas et al. 2005, Camacho-Escobar et al. 2011). It can be found in the eastern
Mexico in the states of Nuevo León, Coahuila,
and Tamaulipas, as well as San Luis Potosí,
Querétaro, and Hidalgo (Camacho-Escobar et
al. 2011). The species had been thought extirpated from central Mexican states such as
Guanajuato since the 20th century, though
there were records of its historical distribution in the northeastern region of that state
(Leopold 1959, Gurrola-Hidalgo et al. 2012).
The presence of Wild Turkey in Guanajuato
state was exclusively the result of reintroductions in the northwestern region of the state
in the Protected Natural Areas of Peña Alta,
Sierra de Lobos, and Sierra de Jacales under
an initiative of the state’s Institute of Ecology
(IEE) and Mexico’s SEMARNAT in 2001
(SEMARNAT 2004) (Fig. 1). The presence of
the species in the northeastern part of the
state (where the Sierra Gorda Biosphere
Reserve of Guanajuato [SGBRG] is located)
had been ruled out, as there had been no
record of Wild Turkeys there since the reserve
was established in 2007 (SEMARNAT and
CONANP 2005, Gurrola-Hidalgo et al. 2012).
The aim of this study is to report, with the
aid of recent photographic records, the presence of Wild Turkey in temperate forests of
the SGBRG, and to highlight the importance
of these sightings in the context of the possible
natural dispersal and colonization of the species within Guanajuato state.
As part of wildlife survey efforts coordinated by the SGBRG’s management, and in
collaboration with the Universidad de Guanajuato and Universidad Michoacana de San
Nicolás de Hidalgo, 30 Cuddeback camera
traps were deployed around the village of El
Platanal in the municipality of Xichú, Guana-
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Fig. 1. Locations of photographic records of Wild Turkey obtained at the Sierra Gorda Biosphere Reserve of Guanajuato (filled circles). Also shown are reintroductions in the state of Guanajuato, Mexico (stars in open circles): (1) Sierra de
Lobos, (2) Peña Alta, (3) Sierra de Jacales.

juato, between August 2015 and March 2016.
Between May 2016 and February 2017, a second sampling effort was conducted around
the village of Agua Fría in the municipality of
Victoria, Guanajuato, involving a total of 6 camera traps of 2 different models (5 Stealth Cam,
1 Bushnell). In order to maximize the chances
of recording the wildlife, all cameras were
placed beside roads and paths (Silver et al.
2004). Both locations are largely characterized
by temperate forests above 1400 m above sea
level and by submontane scrub and tropical
deciduous forest below that level (Zamudio

2012). The taxonomy of the specimens recorded
was validated against the morphological characteristics and plumage descriptions of Leopold
(1959), Howell and Webb (2004), Kaufman
(2005), and Camacho-Escobar et al. (2009) in
order to rule out the possibility that the specimens were domestic or backyard turkeys.
With a sampling effort of 1920 and 675
camera-days for El Platanal and Agua Fría,
respectively, we obtained a total of 8 photographic records of Wild Turkey (3 from El
Platanal, 5 from Agua Fría; Fig. 2). The 3
images obtained from the El Platanal site are
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Fig. 2. Wild Turkeys photographed at the Sierra Gorda Biosphere Reserve of Guanajuato, Mexico: A, Females at the
El Platanal, Xichú site; B, Males at the Agua Fría, Victoria site.

from 2 camera-trap stations located in oak forests
at 1230 m and 1798 m above sea level. (Fig. 1).
The first photographic evidence of the presence
of Wild Turkey (a female) in the SGBRG was
obtained at 19:00 on 31 August 2015. A subsequent record of a male was obtained at 09:18
on 5 November 2015, and a third record of 2
females at 15:01 on 7 February 2016 (Fig. 2a).

In the case of the Agua Fría site, the 5 photographic records were obtained at a camera-trap
station placed in an oak forest fragment located
at 1745 m above sea level (Fig. 1). Four photographic records of 2 male M. gallopavo ssp.
(1 adult, 1 juvenile) were obtained between
4 October 2016 and 15 October 2016 (Fig.
2b). Finally, a female was also recorded on
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21 December 2016. All the records from the
area around Agua Fría were obtained during
daylight hours between 09:00 and 16:00.
The locations of Wild Turkey in the SGBRG
are located 35 km away from each other
(Fig. 1). The area of reintroduction of Wild
Turkey closest to the localities of Agua Fría
and El Platanal in the SGBRG is the Protected Natural Area of Peña Alta to the west,
located 87 km and 119 km, respectively, from
each (Fig. 1). According to information available at www.naturalista.mx and www.gbif.gob,
the records in this study were collected 100 km
south of the nearest confirmed Wild Turkey
record in the municipality of Ciudad del Maíz,
San Luis Potosí, and 93 km northwest of the
municipality of Cadereyta, Querétaro (Fig. 1).
Although the Wild Turkey has historically
inhabited much of Mexico, the photographic
records presented here are the first evidence
in over 60 years of the species in the wild
within Guanajuato state (Gurrola-Hidalgo et al.
2012). The presence of Wild Turkey increases
the diversity and richness of the SGBRG avifauna, as this species was not previously
recorded in the supporting technical study
(SEMARNAT and CONANP 2005) or the
corresponding management program’s public
consultation document (CONANP 2015).
Given that systematic survey efforts and
management actions on the SGBRG have been
initiated only recently (reserve established in
2007), the data on the biological wealth and
enormous value of M. gallopavo has increased
significantly; such improvements result from
regular use of photo-trapping and systematic
camera-trap sampling covering available habitats. The Wild Turkey records add to previous
reports of other valuable species at the reserve,
such as the Crested Guan (Penelope purpurascens) documented by Bolaños-Martínez et al.
in 2010. (Those data were also obtained by
camera traps.) In the case of the Wild Turkey,
the sampling effort began in 2007, with camera traps in areas close to the sites where the
records were collected; until these records
were obtained, no other records had been collected (Iglesias et al. 2008, Bolaños-Martínez
et al. 2010, Charre-Medellín et al. 2016).
Supporting evidence of potential dispersion or reestablishment of a population in the
region also comes from records obtained in
the neighboring reserve of Sierra Gorda in
Queretaro State. Wild Turkeys occurred there
<20 km from the Xichú locality in the

591

municipalities of Arroyo Seco, Jalpan de Serra,
and Pinal de Amoles (Roberto Pedraza personal communication); they also occurred in
the southern part of the state of San Luis
Potosí, where conditions are ideal. The origin
of the Wild Turkeys recorded in the SGBRG
is unknown; our main hypothesis is a southward dispersal expansion from northern localities in Nuevo León State from established
groups along the Sierra Madre Oriental (Fig.
1). An alternate explanation is an intentional
translocation of individuals to a private property, followed by an escape into the surrounding areas; this dispersal is less likely from
northwest Guanajuato (Fig. 1).
Biological samples are needed to accurately determine the appropriate subspecies
and its potential origin. It is important to reiterate that the turkeys captured in the photographs (Fig. 2) exhibit a greater similarity to
individuals of M. g. mexicana than to M. g.
intermedia, even though some hybridization
with domestic individuals may have occurred.
For example, the leading bird has white-tipped
body feathers, an exclusive characteristic of
M. g. mexicana; the barring on its rectrices is
quite tan and wide, which is more characteristic of M. g. mexicana than M. g. intermedia.
Optimistically, it is encouraging to know that
the SGBRG is an area to consider for future
Wild Turkey recovery and expansion into suitable protected areas.
In view of the Wild Turkey’s economic, cultural, and ecological importance, its living
requirements should be included in the management plan for the SGBRG. This species can
assist with the improvement of ecological interactions among species, since it is an effective
seed disperser and is known to participate in
the dynamics of forest regeneration (MárquezOlivas et al. 2005). Research efforts at the
SGBRG should continue in order to evaluate
the status of M. gallopavo in the reserve, as
well as to enable actions to be defined and
aimed at ensuring the conservation and recovery of the species’ population.
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